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While researching the historical background of the Lagrange interpolation for- 
mula, I came across the French mathematician Vandermonde (1735-1796). I had 
encountered the determinant named after him in my undergraduate days and was 
intrigued with the various forenames that authors have attributed to him: Charles 
Auguste [Poggendorff 1863, 1124; Sarton 1952, 2651; Charles-Auguste [Nielsen 
1927, I IO]; Alexandre-Theophile [Biggs et al. 1976,221]; Alexandre-Theophile [H. 
Lebesgue 1940,28; Birembaut 1953,531; H. Lebesgue 1958, 18; Kline 1972, 1227; 
Jones 1976, 5711; Alexandre Theophile [Dieudonne 1978, 4571; Alexis Theophile 
[Zsis 1971, 5741; Abnit [Ball 1888, 3691; and Abnit-Theophile [Marie 1886, 661. 
Merlieux [1866, 9141 and Itzigsohn [I8881 describe the life and works of an N. 
Vandermonde; Tucker [1980,273] praises the discoveries of an A. Vandermonde, 
and Navy [1973] refers in his index to an S. T. Vandermonde. Some authors have 
tried to be ambivalent about his forename. Cajori [1924], for instance, refers in his 
index to a C. A. Vandermonde; however, on the page referenced only an A. T. 
Vandermonde and an Alexandre-Theophile are mentioned. Bell alludes first to an 
A. T. Vandermonde and later to a C. A. Vandermonde [Bell 1945, 426, 5991, 
clearly in reference to the same person. The author of the entry on Vandermonde 
in the Biogruphie Uniuersde [Anon. 1863,565], Muir [1919, 171, and Matthiessen 
[1878, 80-841, as well as most authors of mathematical textbooks, give Vander- 
monde no forename at all. 
Now I am no stranger to French forenames. I once reported on Guillaume- 
Joseph-Hyacinthe-Jean-Baptiste Le Gentile de la Galaisiere and, with a clear 
conscience, referred to him simply as Le Gentile. However, there were several 
references to Vandermonde that I wished to include in my paper and its bibliogra- 
phy, and each gave him a different forename or none at all. I was in a quandary. 
Should I just use the references as they stood and imply that Vandermonde had a 
variable forename, or quelle horreur that there was more than one Vandermonde 
about? Should I follow the truth wherever it may lead, with the hope of some 
experience and adventure reminiscent of Davis’ quest for Pafnuty Lvovitch 
Tschebyscheff [Davis 1982]? Needless to say I took the last route. 
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Vandermonde was one of the more intriguing characters in the history of mathe- 
matics and my quest seemed justified not only by his mathematical accomplish- 
ments, but by his achievements and influence in fields outside mathematics as 
well. He was born in Paris on February 28, 1735. His father was a medical doctor, 
originally from Landrices, who had spent 12 years in the Orient before setting up a 
practice in Paris. Vandermonde was tutored by Toussaint Herambourg and re- 
ceived his bachelier on September 7, 1755, and licencie on September 7, 1757. 
Trained as a violinist and for a career in music, he only later turned to mathemat- 
ics. 
Vandermonde was appointed to the French Royal Academy of Sciences in 1771 
as a geometer, and in the years prior to the Revolution was one of its most active 
members. He served on numerous committees of the Academy for reviewing 
proposals in music and judging the practicality of newly invented musical instru- 
ments. In 1792, he and Lagrange served together on one such committee and 
reported favorably on Anselme Montu’s uioion hurmon@e. Vandermonde was 
concerned with the direction of the music of his day and as a consequence wrote 
“Systeme d’harmonie applicable a l&at actuel de la musique,” in which he 
advocated the abandonment of all musical theory and asked musicians to rely 
solely on the trained ear as the basis for musical judgments. Presented to the 
Academy in two parts (in 1778 and 1780), this paper was published in Le Journal 
des &XXJUU [Cohen 1981,971. Vandermonde’s theory received the approbation of 
the composers C. W. Gluck, F. A. Philidor, and N. Piccinni but was sharply 
criticized by J.-B. Laborde, an influential member of the Academy. Soon after the 
publication of the paper, Vandermonde was named director of the Conservatoire 
des Arts et Metiers in Paris. Apparently, among the mathematicians of his day he 
was considered a great musician and among the musicians a great mathematician. 
Nonetheless, his theory steadily gained support and at the turn of the century was 
instrumental in the Academy’s decision to remove music from its division of 
mathematical and physical sciences and to reclassify it as an art. 
Vandermonde’s other scientific work for the Academy focused on investigating 
the effects of the Great Frost of 1776 [B&out, Lavoisier, & Vandermonde 1777, 
505-5261 and examining various alloys of iron and carbon in an effort to produce 
steel for bayonets [Vandermonde, Berthollet, & Monge 1786, 132-200; Vander- 
monde, Mange, & Berthollet 1797, 15-46; Prieur 1797, 47-571. Moreover, when 
the metric system was being introduced in France in 1791, Vandermonde served 
on the committee to determine the relation of the ancient weights and measures to 
the toise and the pound [Boyd 1982, 353-3541. 
Vandermonde had studied mathematics under Alexis Fontaine de Bet-tins 
(1705-1771), a pioneer in the field of determinants and one of the founders of the 
theory of partial derivatives [Kline 1972,425]. Vandermonde’s mathematical out- 
put was relatively small, consisting of only four papers presented before the 
Academy of Sciences over a remarkably short period of just a few months. In 
[Vandermonde 177la, 365-4161, he presented formulas for the sum of the mth 
powers of the roots of an equation and formulas for the sum of the symmetric 
HM 15 NOTE 363 
functions of the powers of the roots of an equation. Vandermonde noted that these 
results had already been published independently by Waring [ 17701, but he consid- 
ered his own techniques different enough to justify presenting them to the Acad- 
emy. He also showed that the equation X~ - I, where n is a prime number less 
than 11, is solvable by radicals. Vandermonde’s method was essentially the same 
as the one used later by Gauss [Lowey 1918, 189-1951. Vandermonde’s approach 
to the general problem of solving algebraic equations by studying functions invari- 
ant under permutation of the roots of the equation is, according to Jones [1976, 
5711, his true claim to fame. This problem was also studied by Lagrange [ 17701 and 
is considered by many to form the foundation for the study of group theory. 
Kronecker [Itzigsohn 1888, preface], who had a very high regard for Vander- 
monde’s work, claimed that the study of modern algebra began with the publica- 
tion of [Vandermonde 177la]. 
In graph theory the knight’s tour chess problem is a special case of the more 
general problem of finding a hamiltonian circuit for a given graph. The first two 
solutions to the knight’s tour problem were given by Euler [1759, 310-3371 and 
Vandermonde [177lb, 566-5741. In his paper, Vandermonde also considered the 
intertwining of curves. Gauss later extended this work by using a double integral 
to represent the number of intertwinings of two curves, and J. C. Maxwell used 
the concept to solve a problem in electrical potential theory [H, Lebesgue 19401. 
Vandermonde [1772a, 489-4981 introduced the first factorial notation [nlr = n 
(n - 1) * . . (n - r + 1) and then used it to establish several basic combinatorial 
results. Among them was the equation often referred to as Vandermonde’s iden- 
tity [Roberts 1984, 321: 
[x + yp = [x]n + n[x]-‘[y]’ + n(n - I) 2 . l [xp-yyp + ’ * * + [yp. 
V.-A. Lebesgue [1841, 17-351 used the identity to show that 
(U - b, n) = i (-l)i(u, u - n + i)(b - I + i, i), 
i=O 
where 
k ml = 
x(x - 1) * * *(x-m+ 1) 
m(m l)(m and (x, 0) = 1. - - 2) * * * 2 . 1 
In [Vandermonde 1772b, 516-5321, Vandermonde introduced his “system of 
abbreviated notation,” 
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where the upper symbol of 
a 
a 
refers to the row number of the coefficient and the lower symbol to the column 
number. Note that Vandermonde associated no base letter with his subscripts and 
superscripts. For example, take the following system of linear equations: 
Vandermonde used his determinants to express the answer as 
He showed how to generalize his notation and established that an even number of 
transpositions of rows or columns would not change the sign of the determinant, 
but that an odd number of transpositions would. He also proved that a determi- 
nant is equal to zero if two of its rows or columns are identical. He seems to have 
been the first to define the determinant as a function apart from the solution of a 
set of linear equations and is regarded by many (e.g., Muir [1919, 2001 and Kline 
[1972,606]) as the founder of the theory of determinants. Nevertheless, the deter- 
minant Vandermonde is best known for, 
does not appear at all in his mathematical works. For an interesting conjecture 
about the origin of this misnomer, see [H. Lebesgue 19401. 
Undoubtedly, Vandermonde’s mathematical accomplishments, while not great 
in number, were seminal, and as a result I feel strongly that references to his 
works should use his proper forename. As I came to appreciate during my quest, 
there are several reasons for the elusiveness of his first name. Many authors of 
scientific publications in France during the second half of the 18th century simply 
used Monsieur or “M” in place of a forename. When these publications were 
translated into German the translators changed the “M” into “N,” using the 
letter “N” as the symbol for an unknown forename [Simon 1896, 83-851. It was 
also common practice in France at the time to use the letter “C” or “Cit” for 
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Citoyen, as in “le C. Vandermonde . . . le C. Lagrange . . . le Cit Vandermonde 
. . . ” [Montucla 1802, 511. Perhaps with [Navy 19731, we have the situation 
where the “C” was translated first into Czech and then into English as an “S.” 
Moreover, Vandermonde’s elder brother was named Charles-Augustin (or 
Charles-Auguste or Charles-Francois) (1727-1762), and more than likely some 
authors simply confused the two (e.g., Poggendorff [I8631 and Sarton [1952]). In 
all probability a combination of the above led many authors to simply omit Van- 
dermonde’s first name when referring to his accomplishments. 
I must confess that my adventure ended quite abruptly when I discovered that 
Simon [1896] had conclusively solved the mystery of Vandermonde’s forename by 
checking two crucial primary sources, namely, [Franqueville 18961 and [Potiquet 
1871,2]. Each reference contains the membership rolls of the Institute of France, 
to which Vandermonde was elected a charter member in 1795 and as such signed 
the roll as Alexandre-Theophile Vandermonde. Vandermonde’s true forename 
should be more widely disseminated, and future authors, when referring to his 
works, should clearly note that they come from the pen of Alexandre-Theophile 
Vandermonde. 
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